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The movement of the stars is a powerful provocation for reflection on the nature of 
the world. The awesome difference in scale that separates human perception from the 
changing patterns of the night sky has always invited a sustained flow of thought and 
meaning. Nothing is more ubiquitous and visible than the shining stars in the 
darkness. But vision alone can't discern the course of the celestial bodies. Progressing 
at a pace that escapes the eye, the stars move beyond the capacity of our senses. The 
domains of time and space they occupy are radically other. Yet the alternation of the 
days and the seasons marks their inexorable change of positions. Following regular 
principles of recurrence, the invisible movement of the stars points to the existence of 
a hidden order of things. It embodies the very notion of cosmos.2 
 For many centuries, ancient Greek culture imagined the movement of the stars 
as a choral dance. The dance of the heavenly bodies was pictured as the archetype of 
every other choros.3 That figure of the astral chorus was revisited again and again in 
different contexts. It was appropriated by authors across the genres and given new 
meanings and resonances in a long chain of creative reconfigurations. Images of the 
cosmos channeled by this figure from the domain of poetic performance could be 
made to reflect on any number of aspects of the world or human activity. The "tenor" 
of the metaphor, to use I. A. Richards' venerable but still handy terminology -- the 
stars -- pointed to a stable, universally known phenomenon and a potent symbol of 
higher realms. The "vehicle" of the metaphor -- choral dance -- is an even more 
flexible referent and an index to the whole register of collective action.4 While the 
distinctive unity of the metaphor makes it a recognisable element of meaning over 
time, the great adaptability of the image allowed for productive play and open-ended 
experimentation.5 The astral chorus is a precious witness for investigations into the 
imaginaire of cosmos and the many shades of its variations.  
 The history of poetic metaphors is notoriously difficult to follow properly.6 
Their trajectories ebb and flow in myriad directions through occasions, texts and 
genres. More pointedly, the dense potential of meaning generated by the metaphorical 
conflation of concepts rarely maps well, if at all, on the schematic templates of 
scholarship when extended periods of time are involved. The approaches that 
emphasise system tend to present static, synchronic snapshots with little consideration 
for change and variation. And the approaches that emphasise change and evolution 
almost invariably produce linear narratives with a stratigraphy and a clear teleology. 
                                                   
1 The research for this chapter has benefited from the generous support of the Swedish Collegium for 
Advanced Study (SCAS) in Uppsala, the Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and the Leverhulme Trust. 
Different versions of the text were presented at Cambridge, Princeton, and Durham. I would like to 
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4 Richards 1936. 
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There, origins are written with the end in mind, and the space in between uses the 
distance that separates the two to tell a story. The old semantic understandings of 
metaphor are particularly prone to that teleological trap. The situational, pragmatic 
approaches, on the other hand, usually fail to move beyond the specificities of the 
individual statement, while the now dominant cognitive interpretations, for all their 
promise, tend to take all the texture out to get straight to the conceptual mapping at 
hand.7 Those cognitive approaches, however fancy the charts and Venn diagrams, 
often end up reducing the metaphorical figure to the most banal implications of its 
most banal expressions in speech. Drawing from all these methods, I suspect I will 
reproduce and further much of their defects. But the contrastive approach I will use 
here, based on close parallels and long-distance comparisons, will seek to combine 
their strengths, and aim for something slightly different: the variations that explore 
latent aspects of the same metaphorical stream. By metaphorical stream, I mean the 
recurrent presence of analogous, comparable patterns in the deployment of the 
metaphor.  
 A persistent feature of astral chorus metaphors is the metapoetic resonance it 
is given by authors. That is the metaphorical stream I will follow here. The perfect 
chorus of the heavens is a model that poets went back to numerous times to consider 
the nature and the limits of their art, and each portrayal of that dialogue can be made 
to serve as a commentary on all others. This essay will compare various unrelated, 
self-reflexive usages of the astral chorus metaphor in three genres of poetry, and 
briefly consider how the specificities of one illuminate the other. Each case furthers 
the contours of the series, and the series gives greater relief to the texture of each 
case. A vision of the cosmic order is used in all three texts to reflect on the boundaries 
of poetic representation. 
 It will be useful to start right away with a first example:  
 
Κωμάζω χρύσειον ἐς ἑσπερίων χορὸν ἄστρων  
  λεύσσων, οὐδ’ ἄλλων λὰξ ἐβάρυν’ ὀάρους·  
στέψας δ’ ἀνθόβολον κρατὸς τρίχα τὴν κελαδεινὴν 
  πηκτίδα μουσοπόλοις χερσὶν ἐπηρέθισα.  
καὶ τάδε δρῶν εὔκοσμον ἔχω βίον· οὐδὲ γὰρ αὐτὸς 
  κόσμος ἄνευθε λύρης ἔπλετο καὶ στεφάνου. 
 
"I keep revel, gazing at the golden dance of the stars of evening, nor do I rudely disturb the converse of 
others. Tossing my hair that scatters flowers, I awake with musical fingers the deep-toned lyre. And in 
doing so I lead an orderly life, for the order of the universe itself lacks not a Lyre and a Crown." (trans. 
Paton). 
 
That short epigram is a once famous text from the (probably) Augustan poet Marcus 
Argentarius (AP 9.270 = G.-P. XXVI).8 So famous, in fact, that the great Marguerite 
Yourcenar's celebrated anthology of Greek poetry, La couronne et la lyre, was named 
after it.9 The 1st person singular of the poem channels the vivid perspective of a 
person engaged in a figurative kōmos. As far as we can tell, he is alone in the night. 
The alloi of line 2 refers to everybody else, the company that he refuses to trouble 
with his heavy foot, lax ebarun', a usage of the verb that might have connotations of 
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drunkenness in the context of Argentarius' personna as a reveler.10 There is a problem 
with the transmitted text, and the oros of the manuscripts cannot be accepted.11 The 
chorous of Planudes is interesting, but I prefer the oarous proposed by Orelli, which -
- and here I disagree with Gow -- makes perfect sense in the figurative language of 
Argentarius. Oarous can be read as pointing to the proximity of close friends, or it can 
be understood on an erotic level, the soft chatter of sexual encounters rejected by this 
peculiar kōmos of one. It can also be taken on a metapoetical level, as a reference to 
the songs of others, the songs that the poet wants to have no share in.12 All these 
meanings are possible -- there is no good reason to choose one and exclude the others. 
Here as elsewhere (if ebarun' oarous is indeed the correct reading), Argentarius is 
building bridges between the facets of words and encouraging us to combine 
complementary layers of reference in the elliptical epigram. 
 The poem's rejection of noise furthers the theme of the silent spectacle. It is 
the company of the stars that the poet opposes to this dismissal of the allōn oaroi. He 
is looking at them, leussōn, and that gaze reflects on the whole of the text. The stars 
form a golden chorus, a shining, desirable dance that the poet is viewing from afar. 
His own dance and song establishes a direct link to that of the asteres above, a link 
that is emphatically underlined in the last verse of the text.13 The crown that the poet 
wears on his head mirrors the constellation above. The lyre he holds in his hands also 
echoes a constellation. That correspondence informs the commanding presence of 
kōmazō, the verb placed at the beginning of the first line. At the heart of the meaning 
of kōmazein is the idea of a disordered collective movement, of a progression towards 
a destination, and that progression obviously involves the spectacle that the poet is 
seeing. His eyes are turned to the night sky, opposed to the heavy foot of human 
interaction. Kōmazein is a verb you normally don't use in the 1st-person singular.14 If 
the kōmos evokes a group, that of Argentarius is, strikingly, a dance of one. He is on 
his way, and as he advances, he claims to be already participating in what lies ahead. 
The question is: what is involved in that participation? 
 Perhaps distance is what is underlined. The energetic shaking of the head that 
sends the flowers of the crown tumbling down to the ground links the act of kōmazein 
to a precise action, as does the vivid image of the musical hands rousing a song with 
the plectrum.15 The pointed, meaningful gesture in action is a characteristic trope in 
the miniatures drawn by Argentarius. 16  Here, its evocation of the rapid motion 
involved in the poet's solitary kōmos creates a tangible scene for us to imagine. The 
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of such a lone carousal. Cf. Alexis F 244 K.-A.; AP 5.112 (Philodemus); 9.21 (adespoton); 9.406 
(Antigonus of Carystus); Aristophanes F 63.71 CGFP. Apart from the comically-tinged passage from 
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16 See e.g. AP 9.161 = XV G.-P. 
flowers tumbling down, the music ascending, the rhythm of the feet on the ground: a 
live presence is given shape. This forms a stark contrast with the silent immobility of 
the stars in the sky. The astral chorus moves on such a different scale that the clash 
between the two forms of dance provokes an open question: what should we do with 
the poet's claim that his life's measure and order reproduces the measure and order of 
the dance above? 
 One possible reading is to have the scene portray an ironic jest. The idea that 
the poet's wild kōmos can be equated with a bios eukosmos, that ecstatic shunning of 
human company by one lone individual has any relation to the serene, unreachable 
isolation of the astral chorus, could, in that view, be understood as another tongue-in-
cheek game of wit by the clever epigrammatist, a man otherwise known for his great 
interest in the oaroi of others, erotic and otherwise.17 The golden chorus of stars, on 
that account, stands for everything that Argentarius is not, a foil for his disordered 
earthly revel.18  
 But a more straightforward reading is also possible, obviously. Rather than see 
the distance between the poet's kōmos and the astral chorus as an ironic statement of 
opposition, we can opt to take the scene of the epigram at face value. That is, the poet 
does exactly as he claims. Looking at the ordered sky in a moment of exaltation, he 
expresses a profound statement of communion with the movements of the kosmos. 
The instant we are shown reflects on the whole of the poet's life, the bios that he 
mentions. It is the link between the performance of the kōmos here and now, tade 
drōn, the drōmena we are made witnesses to, and the kōmos of his life that is involved 
in his vision of the stars. As long as the kōmos goes on, his bios remains in 
communion with the astral dance, imperfect as it is. The moment commemorated in 
the epigram contains the poet's entire existence. His refusal to participate in the 
chatter of others is a declaration of poetic independence. The poet's dance is looking 
up above, he is not concerned with the profanum uulgus of other mortals. His song 
stands alone, dwarfed by the night sky. The silent dance above is the model that 
guides his life, something that evokes the ideal of total participation in the cosmic 
rhythms that govern the universe. The poet's kōmos is on its way, and the golden 
chorus is there to receive it, the ultimate destination and victory.19 The astrōn choros, 
in that reading, is not only the poet's source of inspiration, but the cosmic whole he 
will rejoin at the end of his life's kōmos. The astral chorus stands as the keystone of 
the poet's reflection on the nature of his art and his existence. 
 Whatever reading we adopt, and the short comments I have just made are of 
course far from exhausting the interpretations of this rich little poem, the silent, 
immobile chorus of the night sky is used here to embody the awesome wonder of 
cosmic order, the radical otherness that separates the imperceptible pace of its dance 
from the quick step of mortal movement, and the question of a man's place in its 
rhythms. The combination of music, dance, and celebration, the sensual, tactile 
quality of the human body in movement, the place of the single dancing body in the 
company of other men, the paradigmatic authority of the cosmic molpē, the relation 
between the disordered ecstasy of the individual and the harmonious whole of the 
universe, the echo of one dance's rhythms into another dance: everything the epigram 
has to say about itself depends on the semantic register of the chorus.  
                                                   
17 Cf. Kindl 1991; Hendry 1991a; 1991b; 1997; Gagné and Höschele 2009. 
18 Another pun on the name Argentarius? See Höschele and Konstan (forthcoming), p. 3-4 (on AP 5.16 
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 This condensed, deeply original metapoetic vision is built entirely around the 
notion of chorality. If, as Michael Silk argues, one of the primary features of a 
metaphor is, I quote, "to exploit the associations, including the contrary associations, 
of the vehicle (i.e of its given terminology), beyond any limited point or ground of 
comparison", then what we have in the epigram is a profound exercise in thinking the 
extent of metaphor.20 The transfer of attributes is mapped in both directions at once. 
Choral performance, the idea of the body in collective movement, is emphatically 
thematised here, fixed in the visual evocation of the text, and reimagined as a 
figurative foil/model for the poet's own art. The metaphorical substitution of our 
figure makes us look straight at an absence. High above in the aether, the choros 
astrōn is the ultimate, distant source of all poetic imitation. It is both visible and 
elusive at the same time. The epigram brilliantly captures the paradox of the star-
chorus metaphor, which relies on the incongruous opposition between the remoteness 
of the heavenly bodies and the almost tangible immediacy of imagined performance. 
The creative inscription of the astral figure in the text redefines a chorality that 
explores the boundaries of the poet's art. 
 The very specific programme of the epigrammatist expressed in this piece 
revisits a trope which had by then acquired a long history. I have started this essay 
with a discussion of that poem because it doesn't fit with the general narrative on the 
astral chorus we find in the scholarship.21 Astral choruses, of course, appear in a great 
variety of sources and contexts, many scores of passages and genres, and they 
remained a staple of Greek representations of cosmic order through the centuries. 
That profoundly resonant metaphor embeds a certain idea of cosmic harmony in the 
shape of one of the most culturally specific, distinctive religious and poetic 
institutions of ancient Greek culture.22 Scholarship on this striking figure of the Greek 
imagination has focused very actively on the notions of order and kosmos expressed 
in the image, its many links with the evolution of philosophical cosmology and 
astronomical theories about the movement of the stars, and conjecture about the 
Mystery Cults. The astral chorus, when it is mentioned, is usually read as an index to 
a more-or-less linear trajectory of intellectual history.   
 Plato is the main interlocutor for that story; the powerful and rich portraits of 
the astral chorus found in the Timaeus, Republic, Phaedrus, and the Laws have pride 
of place in that narrative, and the Church Fathers are the stated destination of the 
trajectory, especially the influential portraits of the astral chorus found in texts like 
Gregory of Nazianzus' Orations. James Miller's monumental Measure of Wisdom 
(1986), the most extensive study devoted to the cosmic dance in Classical and 
Christian antiquity, is a perfect illustration of that type of investigation. Theology is 
the backbone of the discussion, which remains centered on the explicit, more 
theoretical texts that can help trace the path from Plato to Patristics, what Miller calls 
the Academic Millenium. More strictly poetic texts like Marcus Argentarius' epigram 
play next no role in the story, except as antecedents or foils. The astral choruses that 
do not fit that narrative of intellectual history are, at best, mentioned in passing, if at 
all, or dismissed as so many lieux communs, dead metaphors, or mere ornamental 
aesthetics. 
                                                   
20 Silk 2003, p. 126.  
21 Key works include Lawler 1960; de Vries 1976; Mullen 1982, p. 225-230; Miller 1986; Montanari 
1989; D’Alfonso 1993; Whitmarsh 2004; Csapo 2008; 2009; Ferrari 2008; Steiner 2011, p. 315-318; 
cf. Sachs 1937, p. 124-131; Gibbon 1972, p. 241-244. 
22 See e.g. Athanassaki and Bowie 2011; Francis 2012. 
 In parallel to that dismissal of a large portion of the relevant material, what has 
all but disappeared from consideration in actual discussions of the topic is the 
chorality of the chorus. Essentially reduced to form, the chorus per se mostly points to 
the perfection of the circle in that scholarship, it is cast as the ideal embodiment of 
harmony and order.23 The astral element of the metaphor, in other words, is totally 
dominating the way it is read. The tenor, to use I. A. Richards' terminology again, 
completely eclipses the vehicle, and the semantics of the figure are subordinated to a 
theological narrative of cosmic order. The poetic resonances generated by the tension 
between the choruses are lost in the operation. What I propose to do here is revisit 
some poetic passages where the astral chorus plays a determinant role, with an eye to 
the echoes of chorality. How does the idea of choral performance inform the charge 
of the cosmic metaphor? How is the synaesthetic combination of song and dance 
reflected in textual representations of the astral molpē?  
 The idea of choral poetry was recurrently asked to embody the essence of 
mimesis.24 The astral chorus asserts itself as the paradigm of choreia, and the self-
reflexive concerns of poetry are often directly solicited by this figure. The astral 
chorus embodies the supreme motion, the model of all harmony. Does the extensive 
mimetic register of choral poetry have anything to do with the many correspondences 
and equivalences that link the many representations of the choros astrōn? Can the 
cultural memory of choral movement inscribed in the archive of literature affect the 
trajectories of the metaphor, even long after the actual performances that are 
referenced had faded away? How is genre involved? Over and beyond its importance 
for the history of philosophy and theology, the astral chorus offers a privileged focus 
for exploring the limits of poetic representation in the texts where it appears.  
 The rest of this essay will contrast two other texts in quick order. These texts 
are from different genres and different periods. What unites them is the fact that all 
three of the passages discussed here give shape to a poetic program, a statement about 
the nature of song where the star chorus serves as a key element of the text's claims 
on representation. After the miniature epigram of the Augustan elegist, we will briefly 
look at the extensive elaboration of a mammoth late-antique epic. Going back to the 
other end of the chronological spectrum, the last example will come from a tragedy of 
Euripides, a text both anterior to Plato and grounded in the pragmatics of actual choral 
performance. Beyond the pleasure of poikilia, and the fact that each of these passages 
is interesting in and of itself, I have deliberately chosen texts from different genres 
and periods to set different representations of figurative choral performance side-by-
side in contrast. While the first text projects its evocation of chorality on the vivid 
scene of a situation in movement before the mind's eye, the second locates its choros 
astrōn on the static surface of a shield ecphrasis.25  The last text also concerns a 
programmatic shield ecphrasis with a prominent astral chorus, but that one, in contrast 
to the two others, is conveyed by choral dance and song itself. All three explore the 
nature of poetic vision through a metaphor of performance. Contrasting visions of the 
cosmic order, and of the cosmic order's relation to human song, are refracted in these 
vignettes of the astral chorus. The common metaphorical stream found in each case 
                                                   
23 For the ideal circularity of the chorus, see Davidson 1996; cf. Lech 2009. For the ideal sphericity of 
cosmic and divine imagination, see Sedley (forthcoming); cf. Athenaeus 489c-d. 
24 See e.g. Hesiod, Theogony 1-115 with Clay 1988 and Goslin 2010; Homeric Hymn to Apollo 156-
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can be used to better tease out the implications and resonance of each image. In order 
to escape the familiar fallacy of the linear narrative, where origins and destination 
govern everything else, the texts chosen have no direct relation to each other, and they 
are not placed in chronological order. This is a method well adapted to the 
fragmentary nature of our evidence, and maybe it can allow for readings a bit less 
constrained by historicism.  
 
 Placed right in the middle of the massive poem of Nonnus of Panopolis, the 
culmination of the second beginning of the great, monumental swansong of ancient 
Greek epic, the ecphrasis of the shield of Dionysus in Book 25 of the Dionysiaca 
provides another example of an astral chorus that hardly fits in the general narrative 
of scholarship and invites us to consider the force of the metaphor on its own terms. 
The text is almost 200 lines long (25.380-572).26  
 The textualisation of performance we see at play there through the figure of 
choral movement creatively adapts a very old trope to its own purposes. A polar 
opposite to the minimalist aesthetics of epigram, the gargantuan expanses of the 
Dionysiaca are immeasurably more complex, and I will have to limit myself here to a 
few very brief remarks. First, it is important to note that the whole world does indeed 
dance in this text. Choral words and imagery, more specifically, are impressively 
abundant in the epic, appearing in more than 250 passages -- that is, quite a lot more 
than a few times in every book -- and they involve most aspects of the god's action.27 
Many choral genres are indexed and referenced, most notably tragedy, and the 
memory of their place in the canon and the rhetorical handbooks integrated to the 
learned, encyclopaedic epic.28 The dances of Dionysus in the Dionysiaca present a 
deep intertextual fabric; the great struggles of order and divine upheaval are 
recurrently thought through the movements of earlier rhythm, where the memory of 
the chorus has pride of place. Dance in Late Antiquity is not all about pantomime.29 
                                                   
26 On the shield of Dionysus, see e.g. Hopkinson 1994, p. 22-24; Shorrock 2001, p. 70-71; 174-177; 
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35.145; 35.337; 35.347; 35.354; 36.256; 36.439; 36.453; 37.664; 37.742; 38.311; 38.335; 38.407; 
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46.173; 47.4; 47.11; 47.14; 47.28; 47.34; 47.37; 47.116; 47.273; 47.291; 47.324; 47.374; 47.457-469; 
47.477; 47.727; 47.729-730; 48.193; 48.209; 48.281; 48.639-642; 48.671; 48.880; 48.959-961; 48.967; 
cf. Peek 1968-1975 sv. χορός. 
28 For the Dionysiaca's encyclopedic engagement with genres and texts, see Shorrock 2001; Lasek 
2016; Acosta-Hughes 2016. 
29 The authoritative analysis of performance and pantomime in Late Antiquity will long remain Webb 
2008; cf. Peponi 2013. 
 The heart of this choral activity is the choros astrōn, prominently mentioned 
more than ten times in the text as the ultimate embodiment of the cosmic order, the 
regular movement of a collectivity of overarching powers.30 In Book 1 already, where 
we first encounter it, its dance disrupted by the war in heaven, and in Book 2, the 
challenge presented by Typhon to the cosmic order is imagined as a battle for control 
of the astral chorus, and the text recurrently brings that crucial figure back to the 
fore.31 The choros astrōn is the fragile axis of the world. 
 The juxtaposition of this cosmic chorus and the exuberant disruption of 
Dionysiac chorality is emphasised again and again in the epic. A central concern of 
the poem is the tension generated by the new god's immense power, and its relation to 
the power of other gods, most notably the stable order of Olympus.32 The threat of 
cosmic conflict, a fundamental disruption of the dance, is never far from the surface, 
as the first books establish early on for the rest of the poem. That is the ultimate 
charge inscribed in the image. At the end of the day, how one reads this figure 
ultimately depends on where one stands in relation to "la questione nonniana", to take 
Enrico Livrea's phrase.33 As the dominant nature of the Dionysiaca's religious stance 
will remain matter for open-ended controversy in the foreseeable future, it's advisable 
to remain prudent here.   
 But whatever position one adopts on that question, the tension between the 
triumphant chorality of Dionysus and the movement of the stars is a feature of the 
poem that commands attention. Written over the Iliadic shield of Achilles at more 
than a thousand years of distance, the shield of Dionysus is a particularly resonant 
location for exploring this tension between the dances in Nonnus' poem.34  If the 
Iliad's shield of Achilles traces a focus for evoking the value and the struggles of 
humanity in the great cosmic whole, a canvas for contemplating the mortality of the 
hero and the work of the artisan poet, the shield of Dionysus serves as an instrument 
for illustrating the challenges of new divinity, the internal struggles of a fading 
memory of live polytheism, and the baroque artistry of Nonnus.35 In a section where 
Nonnus presents his work explicitly as a rival to Homer, and νέοισι καὶ ἀρχεγόνοισιν 
ἐρίζων (25.27), directly confronting the model of all ecphrasis was basically a 
necessity.36 
 The first thing to note about that shield is that it is primarily an astral shield. It 
is referred to as the aitheros asteroessa aspis before the start of the ecphrasis proper 
(line 352). The chorus of stars is the first prominent element of the shield to be 
described. As it progresses centrifugally from the choros astrōn, the ecphrasis 
constantly returns to it, marking the astral dance as the organising principle of a 
meandering description. The chorus of stars is placed at the centre of the shield, 
                                                   
30 See Miguélez-Cavero 2013. 
31 1.230; 2.228; 2.352; see Braden 1974; Vian 1993; Aringer 2012. Cf. 9.238; 21.253; 27.50; 32.7; 
35.337; 38.311; 38.335. 
32 See Miguélez-Cavero 2008, p. 282. 
33 Livrea 1987; 2003. See e.g. Keydell 1931; Bogner 1934; Chuvin 1986; Vian 1994; Accorinti 1995; 
Liebeschuetz 1996; Fayant 1998; Shorrock 2011; Dijkstra 2016. See the excellent analysis of Massa 
2014 for the immediate antecedents. For a christianising reading of the shield of Dionysus, see 
Spanoudakis 2013 and 2014. For ecphrasis in Nonnus, see Kröll 2013. 
34 See e.g. Baumbach 2007; Squire 2013. 
35 For an overview of approaches to the Iliadic shield of Achilles, see e.g. D’Acunto and Palmisciano 
2009; Lecoq 2010. 
36 For the intricate details of Nonnus’ deep engagement with Homer, see e.g. Hopkinson 1994, p. 9-42; 
Shorrock 2001, p. 44-50; 67-104; Bannert and Kröll 2016; cf. Fincher 2016. 
circling around the earth and the sea.37 Verses 387-412 describe it in detail, following 
the seven zones of the aether.38 It serves as an index to the vast astrological apparatus 
of the entire poem. 39  The chorus is inscribed by the hand of Hephaistos, 
kecharagmenon, on the bended sky (389). The scene foregrounds the gleam of the 
metal as an artificial rendering of astral light, and it never loses an occasion to remind 
us that the shield is a made object, poiēton, that it is static, dependent on the qualities 
of the material, the will of the artisan, and the shared knowledge of the audience. The 
paraphrases and strong, direct references to Aratus which punctuate the whole 
passage reinforce that point on the poetic level. This is an imitation of an imitation, a 
sophisticated celebration of poikilia and meta-artistry. 40  The emphatic, repeated 
allusions to Apollonius Rhodius' ecphrasis of Jason's cloak (1.730-768), for instance, 
a locus classicus of metapoetic imagery, function on exactly that level.41 
 The building of the walls of Thebes (414-428) is the only other figure of the 
shield to have a precise visual position on the object, this time on the main surface of 
the aspis. Circular, like the chorus of stars, it answers the centre of the shield by 
taking on the same form, and the seven doors of the wall answer the seven zones of 
the aether, all of which echo the seven years of the war. Contrary to the perfect 
cosmic circle of the stars, the circle of the walls is unfinished, it is work in progress. 
The seven doors are shown in the process of construction (ktizomenôn, 417). Facticity 
is emphasised (poiētēn per ousan, 422), and the form of the illusion constantly put 
forward. The stone is deceitful (pseudēmoni petrēi, 425). You would say (phaiēs, 
421) that it is moving, even though it is immobile (akinētēs, 423). Although it jumps 
without sound (kôphos) and the lyre is silent (sigaleē), the artistry of the object invites 
you to listen for something that isn't there.42 This is an ecphrasis that goes out of its 
way to deny the synaesthesia that plays such a fundamental role in earlier traditions of 
ecphrasis, from the Iliad onwards. 43  At the centre of the circle of the wall in 
construction, as if it were superimposed upon the chorus of stars, rather than one 
circle inserted within the other, Amphion plays the lyre, with the seven strings 
echoing the seven zones of the zodiac and seven doors of the city, and the blocks fly 
at the sound of the magical rhythm.44 "As if charmed", says the text, "even though it is 
represented on a shield" (line 421). The static movement of the blocks is described on 
the model of a chorus. It is circular, helix, a typical choral word.45 The flying stone 
dances, choreuei. The molpē of the city in construction, in other words, is a direct 
parallel to the chorus of stars. One chorus answers the other; the unfinished dance of 
Thebes and the perfect dance of the cosmos structure the space of the Dionysiac 
ecphrasis. 
 Other scenes on the shield are less precisely located, but their echoes are clear. 
The rape of Ganymede (429-450), an event that connects the worlds of men and gods, 
is placed "where the glittering choros of stars is", and the event is shown in two 
moments. First, we see the boy being carried to Olympus in the claws of Zeus as an 
                                                   
37 25.387-390: ἧς ἐνὶ μέσσῳ / ἐν μὲν γαῖαν ἔτευξε περίδρομον, ἀμφὶ δὲ γαίῃ / οὐρανὸν ἐσφαίρωσε 
χορῷ κεχαραγμένον ἄστρων, / καὶ χθονὶ πόντον ἔτευξεν ὁμόζυγον· 
38 A set of clear references to Aratus is listed in Vian 1990, p. 261-262. 
39 See still Stegemann 1930; cf. Bogner 1934, p. 327-329; Chuvin 2003, p. 10; 12; 39; Miguélez-
Cavero 2008, p. 243-245. 
40 See, more generally, Fauth 1981. Cf. Miguélez-Cavero 2008, p. 139-145; 162-168. 
41 Vian 1990, p. 262; see e.g. Bulloch 2006; Mason 2016. 
42 Cf. Gigli-Piccardi 1985, p. 156. 
43 See e.g. Porter 2013, p. 20-22. 
44 Hopkinson 1994, p. 24. 
45 Csapo 1999-2000, p. 419-424. 
eagle, and then Ganymede at the banquet, serving nectar to the gods from the kratēr.46 
The first scene, in other words, represents the elevation of a mortal to the realm of the 
astral chorus, and the second, an overcoming of the competition and rivalry rife in the 
community of the gods. 
 The following scene takes on a completely different register (lines 451-552). 
Like the building of Thebes, it depicts an image that refers to the origins of Dionysus, 
but this time Lydia, the other nominal birthplace of the god.47 This is done through 
representations of Maeonia, the serpent Moriē, the giant Damasen, and Tylos, the 
Lydian man who died and was reborn, another fundamental transgression of 
boundaries. Without saying anything about the images and the way they are crafted, 
the text launches into an extended narrative involving all four characters. We don't 
have time to go into the details of that extended narrative, but let's just note that it is 
longer than the whole of the rest of the ecphrasis. There is no hint of an indication that 
any of it is included on the shield, beyond the four characters, leading to a complete 
blurring of categories. The boundaries of representation are dissolved. Where does the 
shield begin, where does it end? The text leaves that question wide open.  
 Different modes of representation are thus juxtaposed to great effect.48 The 
contrast between that narrative episode and the part of the ecphrasis which precedes it 
is striking. The contrast is reinforced by the fact that the following and last part of the 
ecphrasis returns to an emphasis on the material limits and facticity of the visual 
representation.49 The scene, which is not located precisely anywhere on the shield, 
shows Cybele-Rhea, after childbirth, holding the stone that is to be passed off as 
Zeus.50 We then see her give the stone to Cronos, Cronos swallow it whole, and then 
vomit his many children. 
 In keeping with the earlier sections of the shield, the text foregrounds the fact 
that this is an image engraved by the artist, that Cybele-Rhea is a semblance, that her 
arms are made, and that the rock itself is a deceitful, non-representational imitation of 
birth (line 554), a mimēlē acharaktos locheiē, if we accept the manuscript reading.51 
An extravagant mise-en-abyme of the ecphrasis as a whole, in other words. This is 
made even more significant by the thematic resonance of that episode for the passage. 
The fact is that Cybele-Rhea is the one character who gives the shield to Dionysus 
through Attis.52 The birth of Zeus and the liberation of the gods from their father, the 
last episode described on the shield, is of course the event that ultimately establishes 
the cosmic order that the astral chorus embodies. The universe, in other words, is 
based on the deceitful power of an imitation. The birth of Zeus, more importantly, is 
obviously set up as a parallel to the birth of Dionysus. But how are they linked? Is one 
an echo of the other? Is the chorus of the Theban wall in construction there to defend 
the chorus of stars? Or is the immense power of the new god a challenge, a new 
dispensation about to breach the walls? The birth of Zeus, after all, led to the 
                                                   
46 See Lovatt 2013, p. 189-191; for Zeus in the Dionysiaca, see Kuhlmann 1999. 
47 Cf. Hadjittofi 2010. 
48 See Gigli Piccardi 1985. 
49 For the idea of poetic facticity in the larger visual aesthetics context, see Agosti 2006; 2014. 
50 25.553-559:  καὶ Κυβέλη κεχάρακτο νεητόκος, οἷά τε κόλπῳ / μιμηλὴν ἀχάρακτον ἐλαφρίζουσα 
λοχείην / πήχεσι ποιητοῖσι, καὶ ἀστόργῳ παρακοίτῃ / λαϊνέην ὠδῖνα δολοπλόκος ὤρεγε Ῥείη, / ὀκριόεν 
βαρὺ δεῖπνον· ὁ δὲ τροχοειδέα μορφὴν / ἔκρυφε μάρμαρον υἷα πατὴρ θοινήτορι λαιμῷ, / ἄλλου 
ψευδομένοιο Διὸς δέμας εἰλαπινάζων. For representations of divinity in the Dionysiaca more 
generally, see Miguélez-Cavero 2008. 
51 Vian’s emendation to mimēlēn alocheuton…locheiēn (1990, p. 269) is unnecessary. For the recurrent 
theme of significant rocks in the Dionysiaca, see Frangoulis 2003.  
52 25.326-329; 25.352-360. 
overthrow of his father's power. Or is this all, as some think, a parodic foil to the very 
different power of the one true God, the other new divinity who is never named but 
never absent from this text? 
 If all these questions can be raised, the main thread of the narrative within the 
poem does invite us to see the shield as a confirmation of Dionysus' place in the 
pantheon of his father's cosmos. A work of Hephaestos, it is presented as an 
Olympian emblem, and a necessary tool for negating the opposition of Hera and Ares. 
In other words, a condition for the integration of Dionysus in the pantheon. Just a few 
lines before the beginning of the ecphrasis, furthermore, in line 241, we had been 
reminded of Dionysus' exploit in killing the cosmic monster Alpos, a Typhon-like 
creature, who threatened the chorus of stars with the height of his hundred serpent 
heads.53 Deriades, the Indian king who opposes Dionysus in the poem, is emphatically 
identified as an enemy of Zeus and the chorus of stars.54 By accepting the shield, in 
other words, Dionysus confirms his position as the champion of the choros astrōn, 
subordinating his dance to another. The gift of the astral shield by Attis in Book 25 
echoes the gift of the astral chiton by Heracles Astrochitôn in Book 40, the two most 
prominent moments marking Dionysus' apotheosis and progression towards the 
cosmic dance.55 
 Placed at the very centre of the poem, the aspis brings together the ordered 
dance of the stars with the new dances of the mad god. Structured by the idea of 
chorality, the shield inscribes the integration of Dionysus into the pantheon through 
the notion of rhythmic movement. But are we able to see anything beyond the static, 
silent representation of the dance? Although Attis had mentioned the presence of 
Okeanos on the shield (25.360), leading us to expect something similar to what we 
know from Iliad 18, we never actually get to see it in the ecphrasis, thus reinforcing 
the impression of a strong contrast between this unruly vision and the comparatively 
disciplined, symmetrical Homeric model. The clear suggestion of the text is that 
Okeanos is the generic sea, the pontos, which is placed in the middle of the aspis. 
Okeanos, that is, is encircled by the chorus of stars. The shield of Dionysus, in other 
words, has no rim, in strong contrast to the shield of Achilles, and every other single 
shield ecphrasis of Greek literature. 56  Unbounded by rim or narrative space, the 
ecphrasis spills in many directions and registers at once, and constantly calls into 
question its own status, and that of the poem as a whole by extension. The circular 
shield, we are told at the end of Book 25, is observed and admired by the bacchants 
who make a circle (ekuklōsanto) around it under the night sky.57 A static chorus of 
bacchants is contemplating the static circles of the choral shield, further calling into 
question the boundaries between viewer and viewed, reality and representation, and 
the elusive nature of the god's power. The limits of poetic representation are 
brilliantly solicited in this passage trough the metaphorical figure of the astral chorus, 
which is fully integrated into the specific aesthetic and semantic horizon of the poem. 
 
                                                   
53  25.236-241: καὶ γὰρ ἐμὸς Διόνυσος ἑῷ ταμεσίχροϊ κισσῷ / Ἄλπον ἀπηλοίησε, θεημάχον υἱὸν 
ἀρούρης, / Ἄλπον ἐχιδναίοις ἑκατὸν κομόωντα καρήνοις, / Ἠελίου ψαύοντα καὶ αὐερύοντα Σελήνην, / 
ἀστραίην πλοκάμοισι περιθλίβοντα χορείην. 
54 21.253; cf. Hadjittofi 2016, p. 135-142. 
55 40.577-578; Cf. 38.291-300. 
56 See e.g. Becker 1995, p. 147-148. 
57 25.563-567: τοῖα μὲν ἐργοπόνοιο πολύτροπα δαίδαλα τέχνης / εἶχεν ἐνυαλίη πολυδαίδαλος ἀσπὶς 
Ὀλύμπου / Βακχιάς, ἣν ὁρόωντες ἐθάμβεον ἄλλος ἐπ’ ἄλλῳ, / καὶ σάκεος τροχόεντος ἐκυκλώσαντο 
φορῆα, / ἔμπυρον αἰνήσαντες Ὀλύμπιον ἐσχαρεῶνα. 
 Privileging philosophy or Mystery Cults in reading this text would be 
indefensible. The fact that this passage hardly fits the philosophical narrative that 
follows the astral chorus from Plato to Patristics explains its relative neglect at the 
hands of scholarship on the question. At the other end of the chronological spectrum, 
that part of the narrative that precedes Plato has received somewhat more attention, as 
one would expect. The antecedents of Plato, in the standard view, obviously all lead 
up to him, and they are consequently defined as organic precursors in contrast to the 
explicit discussions of the philosopher. Without going into the fraught question of 
dancing stars in Alcman, especially the relatively recent, stimulating and controversial 
book of Gloria Ferrari, I think it preferable here to consider an example from tragedy, 
the main locus for the appearance of star choruses before Plato. 58  As it plays a 
determinant role in Eric Csapo's important "Star Choruses: Eleusis, Orphism, and 
New Musical Imagery and Dance," I will focus on the first stasimon of Euripides 
Electra (432-486).  
 Following Miller, Csapo argues that the star choruses we see in late tragedy 
derive from the dialogue of ritual and presocratic speculation.59 In other words, the 
choros astrōn of tragedy is a reflection of something else, an element of meaning that 
owes its resonances and connotations to a reality outside the text. That reality, he 
believes, is essentially a cultic one, and what we have in the image of the astral dance 
is an evocation of that origin. It is an image that had "a mystical aura from the 
beginning."60 A nexus of cultic dances from Eleusis and the Dionysiac Mysteries is 
associated to fragments of theology ascribed to early Pythagoreans and Orphism 
concerning the movements of the heavens and the ethereal afterlife of souls, and 
Csapo maintains that the astral choruses of late tragedy largely reflect that cluster of 
mystical ideas and practices. For him, the prime consideration is the evolution of the 
dithyramb in the 2nd half of the 5th century.61 Here as elsewhere, he argues for a 
renewed Classical dithyramb profoundly intertwined with the ideas and aesthetics of 
Eleusinian and Dionysiac Mystery Cults, as well as Orphic notions of ethereal souls 
and astral immortality. That late classical dithyrambic register he reconstructs is what 
lies behind the dancing stars of the tragic corpus. The appropriation of the dithyramb 
by the revolutionary artists of New Music, their attempt to inscribe a Dionysiac cultic 
revival at the heart of their spectacle, and their interest in mystical eschatology are, 
according to Csapo, the fundamental factors at play behind the cluster of star choruses 
found in tragedy. On our way to Plato's ideas, in other words, the first body of texts of 
any real importance is shown to derive directly from cult and the imagination of 
ritual, an organic antecedent to philosophical developments -- something like a 
movement vom Mythos zum Logos. 
 Csapo's article is an impressive feat of scholarship and the case it makes is 
enticing. But I have to mark some disagreements with the general frame of 
interpretation it conjures to explain the chorus of stars in tragedy. I will limit myself 
                                                   
58 Ferrari 2008; see e.g. Calame 2011. Cf. West 1967, p. 11-5. 
59 Csapo 2008, p. 285: "But it was not until the second half of the fifth century and especially the last 
quarter that the star chorus begins to appear with any frequency in Greek poetry. In the last decades of 
the fifth century we find recurrent use of the image in music, and all in the choral odes of Attic tragedy. 
In these odes the influence of Eleusian mystery cult is explicit and the influence of Dionysian mystery 
cult palpable."; p. 286: "Tragedy developed an interest in round dance under the influence of dithyramb 
and for the same reason. Euripides in particular was prone to project cultic choruses, particularly cultic 
choruses of a Dionysian flavor, and most particularly the mythic archetypes of Dionysian cultic 
choruses. Among the latter, star choruses are supreme, because most mythical and most archetypal." 
60 Csapo 2008, p. 264. 
61 The case is laid out in detail in Csapo 2004. 
to a few quick observations. First, the role it gives to Orphism depends on a model of 
Orphism that I cannot share. The identification of a nexus of ideas and practices that 
can be labeled as specifically "Orphic" in the late 5th century is highly controversial, 
and no real consensus has managed to emerge since the devastating critique of Ivan 
Linforth's The Arts of Orpheus in 1941. My inclination is to limit the usage of this 
term to the rare occasions where the texts signal in the direction of Orpheus, beyond 
the generic register of teletai and secrecy, or a putative set of esoteric doctrines about 
guilt. I see no such signals in the tragic record of star choruses. There is, in my 
opinion, no solid reason for believing that the star choruses of tragedy have anything 
to do with Orphism, whatever we want Orphism to mean.  
 More importantly, the nexus of Dionysiac revival, Mystery Cults and mystic 
theology posited as a background by Csapo's article for the tragic imagery of the star 
chorus is based on an elaborate historical scenario. While this scenario does not 
derive from the evidence at hand, it provides the overarching context for making 
sense of the evidence. The danger in such situations is to have a system shaping the 
conclusions. Accepting that this composite nexus of Dionysiac revival, Mystery Cults 
and mystic theology is operative and that it is anterior, in that shape, to what we find 
in tragedy, is a premise that cannot be taken for granted. And why should all the 
relevant passages of tragedy derive from a ritual source outside of tragedy? The 
primacy of cultic roots and ritual origins is a storied mirage. While some references to 
astral choruses in tragedy are indeed in dialogue with the imagery of teletai, without 
necessarily deriving from them, like the choragos astrōn of the Antigone, others, like 
the first stasimon of the Electra, are not so clearly situated.62  
 A third general point to make is that, by emphasising the common 
characteristics of New Music and the dithyramb in the choral odes that concern us, the 
specificities of the individual texts, and their specific usage of astral chorality, all but 
disappear behind the larger narrative. The first stasimon of Euripides' Electra is a case 
in point.    
 The first thing to note about the ode is that it is firmly set in the evolution of 
the play. Although the opposite used to be taken for granted not that long ago, it is 
now a truism to observe that the first stasimon of the Electra deepens and 
foreshadows many thematic developments of the tragedy.63 Following the general 
move away from Walter Kranz's ideas about the independent dithyrambic ode of late 
5th-century tragedy, people have repeatedly shown how the song serves as a 
transition-point in the play, from the celebratory tone of joy at the news of Orestes' 
survival to the sombre prefiguration of the violence to come.64 The glorious evocation 
of the Trojan expedition and the rich, wondrous arms of the foremost warrior 
commanded by Electra's father mark a stark contrast with the miserable condition in 
which we see her in the first part of the play.65 But the Trojan vision of the ode 
becomes progressively more ominous, as the weapons are populated with female 
monsters who prepare the way for the horrors ahead.66 Part of the song's integration in 
the play is its dialogue with the second stasimon, the other paradigmatic report from 
the past heard by the chorus in the tragedy. The striking presence of a chorus of stars 
                                                   
62 De Vries 1976. 
63 See already Walsh 1977; Mulryne 1977, p. 41-43; Marshall 1980. 
64 Kranz 1933; Panagl 1971; Morwood 1981; Hose 1991, p. 103-106. 
65 For the game of echoes between Achilles and Orestes on the shield, see Mulryne 1977, p. 36-38. 
66 See e.g. O’Brien 1964. 
in both odes reinforces that link between the two songs.67  The movement of the 
choros astrōn in the play comes to embody the cosmic echoes of transgression. But 
rather than those larger issues, what I want to focus on now is the resonance of the 
star chorus imagery in the song itself. 
 The star chorus of the first stasimon appears at the heart of an ecphrasis of the 
shield of Achilles, and any attempt to make sense of it must ground the analysis in the 
particular logic of that ecphrasis. Here as elsewhere, the striking metaphor of the star 
chorus is deeply embedded, and the only way to unpack it properly is to zoom in on 
the passage. The adaptation of the figure to the tragedy differs markedly from what 
we've seen in the two preceding poems, and it can be illuminated by them. 
 In Metapoetry in Euripides, Isabelle Torrance is right to insist on the many 
intertextual links that attach this ecphrasis to other shield ecphraseis of epic and 
tragedy, and I will not add to her discussion of the issue here.68 The one point I want 
to make in that regard is that we shouldn't just look at this ecphrasis in terms of a text 
in dialogue with other texts, but we have to think of it three-dimensionally. Contrary 
to what we have in Nonnus, this is a choral ecphrasis, bodies in movement. There is 
also a fundamental difference between this ecphrasis and the embroidered tapestries 
of the Ion, for instance, or the shields of the Seven Against Thebes and the 
Phoenissae.69 With the notable exception of Froma Zeitlin's seminal work and Marco 
Fantuzzi's excellent forthcoming piece on choral ecphrasis, the abundant amount of 
work written on tragic ecphrasis tends to avoid that question.70 Considerations of 
performance are crucial for us to understand the experience of the image described in 
the song, and we lose the whole texture of the passage if we don't integrate them to 
our reading. Choral self-referentiality and choral projection are important elements of 
the equation, but they only go so far in making sense of the visual imagery of such 
choral ecphrasis.71 There is a fundamental difference between the reference to the 
dance of another chorus by a chorus and the representation of a visual metaphor of 
dance in a choral ecphrasis. The construction of an object through dance and song is a 
very distinctive form of synaesthetic representation.  
 The choroi astrôn of line 467 are placed at the end of the ode's shield 
ecphrasis. The chorus of Pleiades and the chorus of Hyades dance around the sun, 
whose position is identified emphatically as right en mesôi of the round surface. The 
sun is presented as a kuklos. Phaethōn, it does one thing: shine. The action of the verb 
katelampe, strikingly, is carried by the agency of the winged steed, hippois 
pteroessais. The gleam of Helios, in other words, is synaesthetically expressed 
through the notion of rapid movement.72 In parallel to the framing shield, the circular 
shape of the sun obviously reflects on the physical presence of the chorus in 
movement here. This, of course, very possibly has something to do with the kuklios 
choros of dithyramb, but there is no reason to reduce the presence of that shape in the 
text and in performance to a dialogue between the genres.73 The tragic chorus was as 
free in its movements as it was in its words, and the range of possibles is too large for 
                                                   
67 Stars in the second stasimon: 727-732; see Csapo 2008, p. 279; Gagné and Hopman 2013, p. 9-10; 
12. 
68 Torrance 2013, p. 76-82; cf. King 1980; Gartziou-Tatti 2004. 
69 See Zeitlin 1982; Goff 1988. 
70 Zeitlin 1994; Fantuzzi 2016. 
71 Henrichs 1994/5; cf. Martin 2007; Peponi 2009. 
72 See Cropp 1988, p. 132. 
73 D’Angour 1997; Ceccarelli 2013; Franklin 2013; cf. still Ferri 1932-1933. 
us to zoom in on any particular.74 Hunting for the precise details of stagecraft and 
choreography in the tragic text, as if they contained stage directions that are only 
waiting to be rediscovered, is a notoriously thankless game of smoke and mirrors. It 
would be absurd to propose a reconstruction defending this scenario in opposition to 
that in order to reconstruct the minutiae of choral dance in the first stasimon of the 
Electra. But some points are worth making. 
 The emphasis on the movement of the circular sun, and its spectacular effect 
on vision, invites a three-dimensional perspective. This is an image that is conveyed 
by more than words. It is mediated by bodies in movement, where the forms in the 
orchestra, whatever they might have been, and the forms of the song are interlocked 
in a web of correspondences, oppositions, parallels, and echoes. The circular 
movement of the sun is embodied here and now before our eyes, given a physical 
support. 75  Choral ecphrasis can't simply be equated to choral projection. It 
reconfigures the possibilities of poetic visual representation through movement. The 
first stasimon of the Electra pushes those possibilities as far as they can go. 
 The dominant feature of that dazzling display of choral mimesis is similarity 
in difference. The circle of the individual sun is followed by the choruses of many 
stars, a passage from the singular to the plural predicated on the ability of the molpē to 
embody one register of aetherial movement after another in the blink of an eye. The 
abruptness of the transition is underlined by the fact that two different choruses of 
stars are evoked at the end of line 467. The sudden focus on Hector's eyes, with which 
the ecphrasis of the shield ends, involves another displacement of location and 
perspective, acting as an invitation to consider the object as a whole.76 The word 
tropaioi transfers the force of the movement from the turning of the dance to the rout 
of the enemy.  
 This rapid succession of moving concentric circles in the aether is what 
constitutes the inside of the shield. The ecphrasis is presented in two sections, one 
concerned with the inside of the shield, the other with its rim. The two sections are 
placed on both sides of a strophic division (464). The first word of the image, the 
adjective περιδρόμωι at line 458, already evokes movement at the edge of the object. 
The choice of the rather uncommon word itus to describe the shield reinforces the 
notion of the object's circularity, after the κύκλωι of line 455, and proleptically 
introduces connotations of the chariot wheel in movement.77 But the most striking 
aspect of the first section of the choral ecphrasis is the trajectory of Perseus and 
Hermes flying over the sea with the head of the Gorgon in hand.78 The focus on the 
winged sandals, as in the case of the winged horses of the sun's chariot, allows for the 
evocation of a link between the figurative movement of ecphrasis and the movement 
of the feet onstage. More significantly, the movement described by the ecphrasis is a 
trajectory, that of one, and then two characters around a circle. The noun peridromos 
can refer to the orbit of stars, or the lap of a race.79 The outer rim of the shield, in 
other words, the fundamental delimitation of the object, is nominally empty space. 
Visual art can hardly represent such a trajectory, and textual ecphrasis tends to fill the 
                                                   
74 See Davidson 1986; Csapo 2008, p. 282-284. 
75 Cf. the rich visual interactions of stage and heavens in Roman theatre explored by Robert Germany 
in the following chapter. 
76 See Denniston 1939, p. 107. 
77 LfgrE sv. ἴτυς (Nordheider). 
78 See Morin 2004. 
79 The LSJ cites Placit. 2.1.4 and Dio Cassius 49.43. 
space of its circles, like the Okeanos of Iliad 18 or the choros that precedes it.80 In 
choral ecphrasis, that trajectory can be embodied by the dancers, and the course of the 
movement enacted onstage. The spectacle of the shield in song and dance offers a 
self-consciously distinctive range of visual experiences in motion, quite unlike any 
other form of ecphrasis. 
 Alone among the images of the ode, the shield is presented as the object of an 
oral report, something that the chorus heard from an anonymous man returning from 
Troy.81 The entire ecphrasis, that is, gives shape to that rumour. While the infinitives 
of the second strophe remain governed by ἔκλυον (457; 460), not letting us forget that 
the embodied vision performed onstage is the expression of that spoken account, the 
indicatives of the second antistrophe (464; 472) are not subordinated. Far from a 
claim of superiority on the reports of the past, this framing undermines the idea that 
the chorus might have some privileged knowledge about that glorious past. Like 
everybody else in the play, it can only rely on hearsay. But it can animate it, give it a 
tangible shape that no words can convey. The fact that the dazzling spectacle of 
ecphrasis that is seen in the ode is the echo of something that has been heard adds yet 
another facet to the mimesis of the stasimon, and attaches it to the theme of the 
treacherous, shifting rumours that recur throughout the play. Another thing it does is 
emphasise the dependence of the song on the stories that came before, and 
problematise the perspective of the viewing audience. 
 The choral ecphrasis of the shield of Achilles immediately announces itself as 
a dialogue with the shield of Iliad 18. Yet the presentation of the arms in the first 
antistrophe already signals that this is something different: we will not be shown an 
image from Homer. In the Nereids of Aeschylus, we know that the arms of Achilles 
were presented to him by the chorus at Troy, and it is difficult to imagine that some 
form of referential play with the text of Aeschylus is not also going on here, but we 
have no way of knowing what it might have been.82 Whatever the case, when the 
chorus announces that it will describe the famous shield, kleinas aspidos, the audience 
is surely expecting interaction with other texts. The proleptic deixis of toiade sēmata 
orients this experimentation towards the performance of vision.83  
  The first image we see is emphatically not Iliadic. There is no Perseus holding 
the Gorgon's head on the shield of Iliad 18. The scene described on the shield, it 
should also be noted, can hardly be seen to refer to the gorgoneion of the Athena 
Parthenos shield, where the head's central configuration has nothing to do with the 
circular motion of Perseus described in the ode.84 It is an image that points in a 
different direction, towards the Hesiodic shield of Heracles, where we see, 
prominently figured, Perseus run from the Gorgons with his winged sandals, with the 
head of Medusa on his back.85 The Hesiodic shield is also called an itus (314). The 
shield of the Electra gestures to all its prominent predecessors. 
 The second part of the ecphrasis, the surface of the shield, does engage 
directly with the dominant Iliadic model, but it doesn't simply reproduce it. In Iliad 
18, the sun and stars are placed in the middle of the aspis (483-489), with the Pleiades 
                                                   
80 Iliad 18.590-608. 
81 452-453: ᾿Ιλιόθεν δ' ἔκλυόν τινος ἐν λιμέσιν / Ναυπλίοις βεβῶτος; cf. Gagné and Hopman 2013, p. 
10-11. 
82 Torrance 2013, p. 78; cf. Lowenstam 1993. 
83 See e.g. Calame 2004; cf. 711, with Denniston 1939, p. 106. 
84 Csapo 2009, p. 102-103. 
85 Scutum 228-237. 
and Hyades named explicitly.86 The correspondence is an obvious, direct allusive 
activation. But it is there to signal difference at the same time as similarity. In the 
Iliad, the stars at the centre of the shield are placed at the very beginning of the 
ecphrasis, whereas they appear at the end of the description in the Electra. In Homer, 
their movement is implied, fixed. What really comes out of a comparison between the 
two passages, more importantly, is the contrast between the packed exuberance of the 
epic shield and the rapid minimalism of the choral passage. All the vivid portraits of 
the social world that populate the Homeric aspis are absent from the Electra. That 
absence reinforces the programmatic presence of the figures on the rim, a saviour 
hero travelling with a protector god, holding the severed head of a female monster. In 
contrast with the gluttonous narrative expansion that we just saw in Nonnus, the 
choral shield of the Electra is built on focus and contraction.  
 The presence of the stars at the center of the shield is what holds the link 
between the two passages. In the Iliadic text, the edge of the shield, right next to the 
circular movement of Okeanos on the rim, is occupied by a circular choros.87 The 
youth who dance around the outer edge of the aspis in the Iliad have disappeared in 
the Electra, but the notion of their choral movement is inscribed in the choros astrōn, 
thus conflating the centre and the edge of the epic shield in one image. More 
stunningly, the dance-space of the Homeric passage is taken over by the actual 
performance space of the orchestra, and the dancing youth of the epic embodied here 
and now for all to see in the successive figures of the choral ecphrasis. Picking on the 
new resonances of the old Iliadic image, the shield of Achilles is literally brought to 
life by the new tragic spectacle. Poetic vitality is translated to kinetic force, and the 
forms of the mind's eye reimagined through the schēmata of bodies in movement. The 
perceptual blending enabled by the astral chorus metaphor generates a dazzling image 
of imbricated visions. Building on the hallowed models of Homer and Hesiod, 
pushing the possibilities of dramatic representation beyond the shield descriptions of 
Aeschylus' Seven and his own Phoenissae, Euripides experiments with the boundaries 
of dramatic representation in this ode by fully exploiting the mediating potential of 
choral performance. 88  The chorus of stars is the principal axis of this visual 
experience, and the ideal icon for the supremely imperfect mimesis claimed by 
tragedy in its imperial engagement with tradition.  
 Here, as in Argentarius' epigram and Nonnus' shield ecphrasis, the metaphor 
of the choros astrōn allows the poet to channel reflection on the nature of his art. The 
chorality of the dancing stars metaphor, the ultimate paradigm of cosmic rhythm, held 
a vast range of poetic connotations, it opened up many prospective layers of 
"semantic stretch", to use Geoffrey Lloyd's useful term.89 Any attempt to make sense 
of that image of chorality must of course start from the specific hermeneutic logic of 
the passage in which it is inscribed. But it is only by contrasting various expressions 
of the metaphor in comparable usages that the more general outlines and texture can 
really start to emerge. A key figure of cosmic harmony was revisited time and again 
to ponder the limits of poetic representation. Absolute model and imperfect reflection: 
                                                   
86 See e.g. Hardie 1985, p. 12-17. The Pleiades, as is often remarked, have a special and long-standing 
association to choral dance. The Bear constellation is shown to “circling in its place” in the Iliadic 
shield, and, alone, “it has no part in the baths of Ocean” (trans. Murray): Πληϊάδας θ' ῾Υάδας τε τό τε 
σθένος ᾿Ωρίωνος / ῎Αρκτόν θ', ἣν καὶ ῎Αμαξαν ἐπίκλησιν καλέουσιν, / ἥ τ' αὐτοῦ στρέφεται καί τ' 
᾿Ωρίωνα δοκεύει, / οἴη δ' ἄμμορός ἐστι λοετρῶν ᾿Ωκεανοῖο (Il. 18.485-488).  
87 See e.g. Lonsdale 1995. 
88 See n. 70. 
89 Lloyd 2003. 
exploring the gap between the two drew from common stores of latent meaning. The 
striking image of the astral chorus was, among many other things, a powerful catalyst 
for thinking mimesis in action. Projecting itself on the cosmos, the idea of the choral 
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